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Colombia's shaky peace process came to an abrupt end Feb. 20 when President Andres Pastrana
announced in a nationally televised address from the presidential palace in Bogota that he was
ending peace talks and ordering troops into the rebel-controlled area where talks have been taking
place.
The breaking point came when the guerrilla organization Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de
Colombia (FARC) hijacked an airliner and took a senator hostage. Saying actions by the FARC made
any further attempt to work out a peace deal futile, Pastrana ended his three-year effort to negotiate
an end to the decades-old conflict. "We cannot sign agreements with a group that is putting a rifle
to the heads of innocent people," said Pastrana. "Colombia says, no more. We're tired of guerrilla
hypocrisy.'"
A last-minute agreement between the government and the FARC, reached Jan. 14 through the
mediation efforts of UN representative James Lemoyne, appeared to breathe life into the peace
process. The two sides agreed to a negotiating schedule that set April 7 as the deadline for an
agreement to a cease-fire (see NotiSur, 2002-01-18). However, even as the talks continued, the FARC
began a strong military offensive, and each side made ultimatums xx on the other.
The FARC said it would only agree to a cease-fire if the government seriously attacked the rightwing paramilitary groups, scrapped Plan Colombia, sent the US advisors home, and ended
extradition of Colombians to the US. The government demanded a commitment by the FARC to end
kidnappings, extortion, and attacks on civilians and infrastructure, to stop planting mines, and to
end their connections to drug trafficking.
Some analysts said the FARC offensive was a response to the decision by US President George W.
Bush to seek an additional US$98 million in aid for Colombia to be used to protect the Cano LimonCovenas pipeline owned by Occidental Petroleum (see NotiSur, 2002-02-15).
Plane hijacked, presidential candidate kidnapped
On Feb. 19, Interior Minister Armado Estrada said he was optimistic that an agreement on a ceasefire could be reached. The following day, however, four FARC rebels hijacked a Colombian domestic
flight and forced the pilot to land on a remote highway near the town of El Hobo. They then
kidnapped Sen. Jorge Eduardo Gechem Turbay of the opposition Partido Liberal, who was chair of
the Senate Peace Commission. The remaining 29 passengers and crew were freed unharmed. The
Colombian military began bombing the rebel territory on Feb. 21. The 42,000-sq km rebel enclave is
sparsely populated, with about 100,000 residents.
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On Feb. 22, helicopters dropped troops into the area, but the army met no resistance from guerrillas
who had disappeared into the surrounding jungle. So far, the army has made little effort to go
after the FARC in the mountain areas, where they have enjoyed a military advantage and popular
support for decades. Residents fear that, with the FARC gone, paramilitaries will move in and kill
people for collaborating with the guerrillas. The press reported that a list of 30 supposed FARC
collaborators is already circulating in San Vicente del Caguan, the main town in the demilitarized
area. Although the arriving military found few signs of the FARC, the guerrillas were not idle.
Attacks on infrastructure have left more than 60 municipalities either without electricity or rationing
energy in the southern departments of Cauca and Narino, in the central departments of Boyaca,
Caqueta, Cundinamarca, Huila, and Tolima, and in the eastcentral department of Meta. The most
serious situation is in Caqueta, where nearly 300,000 people are without potable water, said Vice
Minister of Health Carlos Castro. The FARC attacks on the infrastructure "were foreseeable after
the break in negotiations," independent Deputy Antonio Navarro Wolff, a former guerrilla, told the
Inter Press Service.
One objective is to send the military the message that the FARC is still capable of destabilizing the
country. Navarro believes the FARC and the government will return to the negotiating table once
the armed forces realize that they cannot defeat the guerrillas militarily.
Meanwhile, the rebels are expected to escalate the war, likely targeting cities before the May 26
presidential elections. Hard-liner Alvaro Uribe, who has been strongly opposed to the peace talks,
is well ahead in polls. But some analysts say the FARC's heaviest retaliation will come later. "There
will probably be an economic war, an urban war, a war against the oligarchy in the cities like we've
never seen before," said political analyst Carlos Franco, a former guerrilla.

Diplomats, church call for resumption of talks
On Feb. 21, the ambassadors of the 10 countries (Grupo de Paises Facilitadores) participating in
the frustrated peace process called on the government and the FARC to recognize the need for a
negotiated solution to the conflict. They also called on both sides to respect the civilian population.
After meeting with Pastrana, the diplomats issued a statement affirming "their willingness to
continue working in the search for a just and lasting peace, whenever there is a will to do so." Also
on Feb. 21, the Conferencia Episcopal de Colombia (CEC) asked the government and the FARC to
re-examine the path of dialogue and avoid an all-out war.
Bishop Victor Manuel Lopez, vice president of the CEC, said during a radio interview, "It is not
through arms but through dialogue that peace can be achieved in the country."

Presidential candidate kidnapped
On Feb. 24, FARC rebels kidnapped presidential candidate Ingrid Betancourt and her campaign
manager Clara Rojas as they tried to travel to San Vicente de Caguan. Betancourt had planned to
meet with mayor Nestor Leon Ramirez, a member of her political party. She had told reporters she
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was determined to stage a rally in San Vicente for "respect for human rights." The government said
it had warned Betancourt, a former senator, not to make the trip because it was too dangerous. The
FARC said it would free Betancourt and five legislators they are holding if the government frees
approximately 200 imprisoned FARC rebels.
FARC commander Fabian Ramirez, who claimed responsibility for seizing Betancourt, said the
government had one year to agree to the swap or the FARC would "take appropriate action." He
accused Betancourt, a 40-year-old mother of two, of wanting "to stage a political show." Interior
Minister Estrada ruled out any exchange. "The government has always rejected a swap," he said.
"It would be unfair, because the politicians and the presidential candidate have been kidnapped
against their will, while the guerrillas are being held according to Colombian law."

Blame on all sides
Analyst Alfredo Rangel blamed both the government and the FARC for the breakdown. But he
also faulted the shift in the US position since Sept. 11, which has shown signs of moving toward
military support for operations against the guerrillas, whom Washington classifies as terrorists.
"We are on the threshold of an intensification of the confrontation between the army and the
guerrillas," said Rangel, adding that the battles will be bloodier than they have been in four decades
of conflict during which a half-million Colombians have lost their lives and two million more have
been displaced. Rangel said that, since 1997, both sides have been busy expanding their military
capability.
Analyst Luis Valencia with the Universidad Nacional said that among the factors that led to the
breakdown of the peace process were the pressure from military officers opposed from the start to
the creation of the demilitarized zone, the latest attacks by the FARC, which exhausted the patience
of the public, and the post-Sept. 11 international climate. US sends mixed signals Pastrana got
immediate backing from Washington, with a commitment to increase intelligence-sharing.
US aid is restricted by Congress to counternarcotics efforts and may not be used for
counterinsurgency operations. Supporters of expanding the assistance say the war has become a
fight over control of drug supplies, making the distinction artificial. But the end of the peace process
will make any effort by congressional Democrats to hold up aid on human rights grounds more
difficult. Democrats insist that any new aid must follow the armed forces severing links with the
paramilitaries, which they have shown little inclination to do.
Meanwhile, the Colombian government is calling for even more aid, and it is framing the request
as part of the war on terrorism. Justice Minister Estrada said on Feb. 27 that Colombia is hoping
for more US collaboration, which he said could include shifting funds from the anti-drugs fight
to combating "terrorist organizations." President Bush said on Feb. 27 that US policy would not
change. "I applaud the efforts of their president...to bring order to the country, but we are restricted
by law and I intend to adhere to that law," Bush said in Charlotte, North Carolina. "We do have
legal constraints. We are providing advice to the Colombian government as to drug eradication and
we will keep it that way. The law is very clear."
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Colombian government officials responded to Bush's comments, saying the restrictions on US
aid could be changed. The Washington Post reported on Feb. 28 that the Bush administration
vetoed Pentagon-backed proposals to expand participation in the Colombian conflict. The report
said Pentagon officials had also recommended that President Bush issue a new secret directive
to replace existing guidelines that limit military aid to anti-narcotics efforts and prohibit direct
counterinsurgency assistance. However, CNN reported that congressional sources said they
expect the Bush administration to seek broader authority to allow US military personnel to assist
Colombia's army. "We want to be helpful to Pastrana," the unnamed source said. "The guerrillas
there are not peace-lovers."

-- End --
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